DECAY OF  THE FEUDAL  SYSTEM.

ment. By warning Europe of a new and menacing
danger, it drew yet more closely together the different
states which the Crusades had already put into
relations with one another, and for which the feudal
system formed a sort of common link. This same
event turned the stream of sciences, letters, and arts
towards Italy. On the other hand, the princes were
finding out the means of diminishing the power of
the feudal lords and nobles. The subjugation of the
power of these vassals undermined little by little the
feudal system, and allowed this worn-out institution
to be replaced .by institutions more in conformity
with the needs of modern society.

Various states, that had been unable to develope
their forces, owing to the abu.se of the feudal system,
moved swiftly forward, now that they were free from
restraint, and, having succeeded in centralizing their
power desired to give it a firm and equal step in the
march onwards. Meanwhile the forces that existed
in the hands of the rulers were active enough to
assure the tranquillity of the people, but it was
always possible to turn them from their destination ;
war might arise any moment out of the very institu-
tions that ought to secure the maintenance of peace.
The people, recognizing this and fearing lest ambitious
rulers should form projects of aggrandisement and
conquest, had recourse to that policy which the Italian
republics had already initiated and in which Florence
took the lead.

The democracy understood full well that it was
for their good, and even essential to their very
existence as a power in the state, that they should